The objective of this exploratory study is to determine whether and (if so) how perceived cultural differences influence relationship quality.
Introduction
Growing competition on the global market makes cooperation with the right partners an important condition for success. Inter-firm relations have gained therefore in importance. Good relations with a business partner also lower transaction costs, help building customer commitment and allow access to knowledge and technology of the partner -thus increasing the length and intensiveness of the cooperation. Lasting and good relations can serve as bridges to other firms that may be instrumental in mobilizing partners against threat from competitors [Johanson, Mattsson, 1987] . Research provides empirical evidence of the dependence between relationship outcomes and perceived relationship quality, or satisfaction with the relationship. The positive influence of satisfaction with a relationship on customer loyalty on the B2B market was empirically tested by Chumpitaz, Caceres, and Paparoidamis [2007] . Their findings confirmed the high efficiency of investments in building trust and commitment. The research by Henngig-Thurau et al. [2002] suggests that relationship quality influences marketing outcomes. Also Kose et al. [2013] , in their study on relationship quality in sports organizations, shown that relationship quality positively affects satisfaction and recommendation behavior.
Cooperation with foreign partners has been practiced by a growing number of firms, even small ones. Cooperation with international partners can be influenced by factors usually absent on the domestic market, such as cultural, economic, political, legal and technological differences. This impact has been a research topic of many studies, most of which were devoted to cultural differences.
Cultural differences influence cooperation between independent enterprises [Conway, Swift, 2000; Gianetti, 2012] , the performance of partnerships [Meirovich, 2010] or trade between countries in general [Tadesse, White, 2010] . Cultural similarity and a partner's national culture awareness are considered conditions of effective cooperation [Pabian, 2008; Stępień, 2011, p. 229] , while cultural differences are treated as cooperation barriers [Leick, 2011] . According to de Burca et al. [2004] , perceived relationship quality in a business-to-business context is influenced by two factors: culture and prior experiences, with prior experiences having an impact on the relationship assessment by customers while culture impacts both suppliers and customers.
The above mentioned studies hardly explain how cultural differences influence business relationship quality, which has mostly been studied rather in the business-to-business context. A study on cultural determinants of international relationship quality requires an exploratory than explanatory approach, as the existing literature offers only general explanations. Accordingly, the objective of this study is to determine whether and, if so, how perceived cultural differences influence the quality of relationships between companies.
Inter-firm Relationship Quality
Inter-firm cooperation and relations constitute an important element of such theories, as:
• the agency theory, pertaining to the relationship between principals and agents [Dowrick, 1954 ]; • the transaction costs theory, that pays particular attention to the possibility of opportunistic behavior of partners and to the costs of protection against such behavior [Williamson, 1991, pp. 75-94; Williamson 1998 ]; • network theories, focusing on cooperating subjects, activities they undertake and assets at their disposal [Håkansson, Johanson, 1992] , and analyzing the relations between a supplier and customer (among the elements of the relation there are the exchange of goods, technologies, financial exchange and informal contact -see: Fonfara [2012, p. 15] ); • resource-based theories, according to which close, collaborative relationships with key customers and suppliers can be perceived as valuable firm assets [Hogan and Armstrong 2001] ; and • the social capital theory, pertaining to the role of trust in the cooperation [Putnam, 1995; Carlos, Pinho, 2013] . Relationship management is a subject of research and theoretical considerations in relationship marketing [Gummesson, 1987; Storbacka et al., 1994] , institutional marketing [Szmigin, 1993] , and -recently -international marketing [Lages et al., 2005] .
Relationship quality is defined as "the overall depth and climate of the inter-firm relationship" [Johnson, 1999, p. 6] , as an "overall assessment of the strength of a relationship and the extent to which it meets the needs and expectations of the parties" [Smith, 1998, p. 78] . It is frequently conceptualized as a high order construct, encompassing factors such as "trust, satisfaction, commitment, minimal opportunism, customer orientation, and ethical profile" [e.g., Dorsch et al., 1998, p. 130] . The latter approach is particularly helpful in measuring the relationship quality, although one could consider the proposed list of factors comprising the relationship quality as not complete. Moreover, it reflects the customer perspective, as it includes customer orientation. There are many studies concerning relationship components, factors influencing relationships or relationship aspects of inter-firm cooperation. None of the approaches reported so far predominates in the literature. The concepts of inter-firm relationship components (for a review of relationship quality definitions and studies, see Holmlund [2008] ) differ in the degree of specificity and meaning ascribed to the individual properties of relationships, but one can still find certain similarities like ascribing crucial importance to trust or communication.
In line with the current research on the topic, this paper examines the ten dimensions of relationship quality described in Table 1 . Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Naudé and Buttle, 2000; de Burca et al., 2004; Światowiec, 2006, Ulaga and Eggert, 2006; Holmlund, 2008; Provan and Sydow, 2008; Ashnai et al., 2008; Kim et al., 2010; Kang et al., 2013; Kose et al., 2013 Atmosphere/ commitment relationship commitment Morgan and Hunt, 1994 S o u r c e : own elaboration.
All the relationship dimensions mentioned above refer to intangible aspects of business cooperation. Therefore, it is hard to measure relationship quality objectively. What can be measured and studied is subjective relationship quality. As Holmlund stated: "The content of perceptions is a key element, and perceptions of a relationship are based on the interactions taking place in the relationships" [2008, p. 44] .
Moreover, one can\not expect symmetry in relation quality perceptions between partners. The relationship quality perceived by one partner can be different than the quality perceived by the other one.
Poland, Germany and China in Selected Studies on Culture
Culture was defined by Linton as "a configuration of learned behaviors and results of behavior whose component elements are shared and transmitted by the members of a particular society" [1945, p. 32] . Although culture was earlier a matter of interest on the part of representatives of many sciences, became imbedded in economic studies in the 1960 s, when the interdependence between organizational and national culture was first investigated by Hofstede. The issues of cultural differences between individual nations are touched upon in the literature in the context of -among other topics -their influence on social development and economic progress [Harrison, Huntington, 2000] , entry mode choice [Kogut, Singh, 1988] , international organization management [Trompenaars, Hampden-Turner, 2002] , consumer behavior [Briley, Aaker, 2006] and, finally, intercompany cooperation [Gesteland, 1999] . National cultures are described and compared by characterizing (most frequently through indicators) their individual dimensions. The methodology of some research (especially the research conducted by Hofstede) has been criticized by many authors (e.g., Fang [2003; , Yaprak [2008] , McSweeney [2009; , Sasaki [2012] , Filippaios, Avlaniti [2012] Taras et al. [2014] ). These critiques mentioned above do not undermine the existence of cultural differences between countries and among individuals.
In order to establish the influence of cultural differences on relationship quality the cooperation of Polish companies with their Chinese and German partners was studied. Native countries of partners of the surveyed firms were selected according to their positions as Poland's trade partners (in 2011 Germany was Poland's most important trade partner both in imports and exports, while China was Poland's third biggest imports supplier [Rocznik Statystyczny, 2012] ). The second reason for choosing these countries was the cultural distance between them and Poland, as indicated in the literature.
Some results of pertinent, previous research are presented below. However, the focus here will be on outcomes rather than applied methodology, which is studied in other publications [e.g., Minkov, 2013] .
Each of the three countries under study belongs to a different culture cluster [House et al., 2004, p. 191; Gesteland, 1999] . According to Hofstede et al. [2011] , Poland's culture is close to the culture of Germany and China on certain dimensions (femininity-masculinity dimension), and in the case of others it differs in varying degrees. Table 2 presents the results of selected studies on the national cultures of Poland, Germany and China (including observations by Gesteland [1999] ). They are not consistent (e.g., indices for power distance in the case of GLOBE research, mainly in practices, are quite alike for the three countries while in the studies by Hofstede et al. they decidedly differ) as they were conducted at different times, using different methodology and with different cultural dimensions taken into account. However, the general conclusion is that according to these studies the national cultures or Poland, China and Germany are different. Two concepts are used as general measures of cultural differences: cultural distance and psychic distance. Cultural distance is defined as "the degree to which cultural values in one country are different from those in another country" [Sousa and Bradley, 2008, p. 471 ]. This notion is more suitable applied at the national level rather than the individual one. A previous study on Polish firms' cooperation and cultural differences [Danik, Duliniec, 2014] finds that Polish firms' relations with foreign partners are rarely influenced by the partners' national culture (cooperation with partners from China and Germany did not differ significantly in information flow, similarity, competencies, atmosphere/commitment, conflicts, fulfillment of obligations and forced cooperation/dependence), so cultural distance seems to have a relatively small influence on relationship quality.
Individual perception of differences between the home and foreign country is associated with the notion of psychic distance [Sousa, Bradley, 2005; 2006; . Psychic distance is positively correlated with the existence of cultural distance [Sousa and Bradley, 2006] , but it can manifest through different phenomena like language differences, differences in literacy and education, climatic conditions, lifestyles or geographical distance (see Sousa, Bradley, 2006; Zanger et al., 2008] . The further analysis here will focus on dissimilarities in the culture conditioned behavior of business partners (as perceived by Polish managers) and I will employ the concept of perceived cultural differences in partners' behavior.
To find antecedents of relationship quality this paper concentrates on perceptions of cultural differences. As asserted by Dijksterhuis and van Knippenberg, the perception of a given group "leads to behavior corresponding with specific attributes of the stereotype" [1998, p. 873] . Hence, one can assume that the perception of differences between cooperating partners will influence their behavior and thereby the relationship quality. However there is a need to explain which perceived cultural differences influence relationship quality and which relational dimensions are influenced by perceived cultural differences.
The objective of this analysis is to demonstrate the ties of quality of relationships between companies and perceived cultural differences in their behavior. The research questions are as follows: 1) Do the perceived cultural differences in the behavior of Polish firms and their Chinese and German partners influence cooperation quality? (in case of "yes" to Question 1): 2) Which perceived cultural differences in the behavior of Polish firms and their Chinese/German partners influence relationship quality? 3) Which relationship dimensions are influenced by perceived cultural differences in the behavior of Polish firms and their Chinese/German partners?
Research Methods and Sample
Data was collected through the CATI method (Computer Assisted Telephone Interviewing) in January and February 2013. Standardized questionnaires were used.
The selected sample consisted of small and medium-sized companies because in firms of this size managers usually decide about the international cooperation, whereas in bigger companies such cooperation could be influenced by more people (the object of the research being decision makers' perceptions). The Hoppenstedt & Bonnier (HBI) database updated at the end of 2010 and containing information about companies operating in Poland served as a sampling frame.
A random-stratified sampling was applied. The sample included three groups of firms, arranged according to the number of employees (1 to 9, 10 to 49 and 50 to 249). The entry frame (gross sampling) was N = 41 520 records (enterprises employing 1 to 249 employees and belonging to the C section of the Polish Classification of Activities -PKD, i.e., firms dealing in industrial processing). The randomized algorithm in the software for telephone surveys offered an equal chance of entering the sample to each record in the data base. The interviews began with the screening questions eliminating companies not cooperating with Chinese or German partners. For the sake of the research, cooperation was defined as the relationships of more than one year in length, involving performing regular (and not one-off), joint business tasks by partners when the partners were independent, i.e., with no capital ties, or, if capital ties existed, neither of the firms could have supervisory powers over their partner (see Stępień [2011, pp. 15-33] ). Of 1791 respondents who refused to take part in the research 334 proposed to give the interview after the deadline. Fully 6418 companies did not cooperate with German or Chinese partners. Interviews covered 280 SMEs operating in Poland and cooperating with partners in China or Germany. Two of the surveyed firms were further excluded from the analysis due to not meeting the criterion of employment size.
The target respondents were persons responsible in a company for cooperation with foreign partners. Accordingly, interviews involved sales, export and marketing directors, company owners, sales, export and marketing managers. In most cases (89%) the scope of the cooperation with foreign partners was limited to export-import transactions and services connected with manufacturing.
To demonstrate the influence of cultural differences on cooperation between Polish enterprisers and their Chinese/German partner's respondents were asked about their and their partner's behavior and their cooperation. Respondents were assured of the anonymity and confidentiality, and the questions regarding relationship quality and partners' behavior were separated in the questionnaire to avoid a common method bias. Before the data analysis a post hoc Harman's single factor test was conducted. The common method bias seems not be a pervasive issue in this study, as less than 20% of the variance was explained by the single factor. * % do not add up to 100 as some surveyed companies were simultaneously exporters and importers or cooperated both with Chinese and German partners. ** Some respondents refused or were unable to provide answers, hence n < 278. S o u r c e : own elaboration.
Questions referring to enterprise behavior addressed the following aspects of national culture:
• individualism/collectivism [Hofstede, 1983; Trompenaars, Hampden-Turner, 2002; House et al., 2004] , • approach to time, monochronism/polychronism, long-and short-term orientation [Hall, 1959; Hofstede, Bond, 1988; Gesteland, 1999; Trompenaars, Hampden-Turner, 2002; House et al., 2004 ], • gender egalitarianism [House et al., 2004] , • ceremoniousness [Gesteland, 1999] , • contextuality [Hall, 1976] , • uncertainty avoidance [Hofstede, 1983; House et al., 2004] , • deal-focus / relationship-focus [Gesteland, 1999] ,
• femininity/masculinity (assertiveness) [Hofstede, 1983; House et al., 2004] , and • power distance [Hofstede, 1983; House et al., 2004] .
Respondents were asked 22 questions about the degree to which a set of statements (e.g., "we attach great importance to procedures") applied to their enterprise in the course of its cooperation with major partners from China/Germany. Next, they were given a set of 22 identical questions about the degree to which these statements applied to the conduct of the partners in during the cooperation (e.g., "my partner attaches great importance to procedures"). The results were measured on a Likert type scale from 1 (absolutely not practiced) to 5 (practiced very frequently). Respondents could also classify statements as inapplicable to the described cooperation (encoded as 6) or choose an "I don't know" option when answering questions about partners (encoded as 7). In the further processing such replies were classified as missing values and were not taken into account.
Next, the respondents were asked52 questions concerning their cooperation, especially its relational aspects. Results were again measured by a Likert type scale from 1 (absolutely disagree) to 5 (absolutely agree). The questions were compiled based on the relationship quality literature studies described above. As only one part of the cooperation (Polish companies) was interviewed, the questions reflected its perspective (e.g., questions about competencies were limited only to the respondent's perception of the competencies of their partner' employees), but some questions were also related to the respondents perception of the partner's perspective (e.g., the statement of "cooperation involves a high risk for our partner"). Moreover, questions about flexibility concerned supplier's flexibility, hence questions put to importers differed from those to exporters (see Table 4 ).
To reduce the number of pertinent predictors in the multiple regression analysis, attempts were made to create composite indicators for the cultural aspects of behavior and relations during cooperation. However, the effort was not entirely successful since cultural differences indicators proved to have too low internal reliability (Cronbach's alpha < 0.6), therefore the individual items were later analyzed separately, and not as part of composite variables. On the whole, nine indicators measuring relationship quality were developed and used later in the regression analysis. All nine represented the mean values of replies addressing a given feature. Three items ("my partner's behavior is predictable", "we achieve our aims by fighting our partner rather than by cooperating with him", and "if we only could, we would cease cooperating with this partner") were not included in any of the indicators owing to their low correlation to the remaining items. Due to excessively low reliability values (< 0.5) the results of the trust scale were also excluded. Table 3 lists the items and the Cronbach's alpha values for individual scales.
Because of the significance of trust in the relations quality underlined in the literature, trust was included in the analysis. Mutual trust became a part of the dimension atmosphere/commitment and a partner's trustworthiness was treated as a separate dimension of relationship quality. The next step was to determine indexes measuring differences in culture-conditioned behavior in the surveyed companies and their partners. These indicators were obtained from studying differences in the behavior ratings of the surveyed enterprises and their partners (X resp. company -X partner ).
Research Results
To compare cooperation with Chinese and German partners, a t-test for two independent samples was applied. In four instances the perceived differences between Polish firms and their foreign partners turned out to be significant: long-term planning (p < 0.05), importance of punctuality (p < 0.05), importance of etiquette (p < 0.05) and direct communication (p < 0.01). In all these cases the perceived distance to China was bigger than to Germany -it seemed that enterprises cooperating with Chinese partners were more likely to attribute said behavioral patterns to themselves (the indicators of perceived differences were positive). On the other hand, companies cooperating with German firms were apt to show a reverse pattern by more often reporting such practices in their partners than themselves. In the case of the indicator "looking for compromise in negotiations" the difference was significant at a less stringent level of 0.1. Here too, the distance to China was bigger than to Germany. Poland had in this case the highest score, which suggested that Polish enterprises made more concessions during negotiations than either their German or Chinese counterparts (Table 5) . -result on a less rigorous significance level of p< 0.10. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001. S o u r c e : own elaboration.
In the next step, a series of linear regressions were estimated with indicators of various aspects of cooperation practices used as predictors and indices of cooperation quality as outcome variables. This part of the analysis helped identify statistically significant relations between partner's cultural differences and perceived cooperation quality (see Figure 1) . The parameters of statistically significant regression models are presented in Table 6 . In 12 out of 22 analyzed cases, perceived differences in conduct/attitudes between Polish enterprises and their foreign partners had a statistically significant influence on their cooperation, whereas partner's trustworthiness and atmosphere/commitment category depended on perceived differences to the biggest extend. In particular:
• information flow was negatively influenced by perceived differences in importance of etiquette; • similarity was positively influenced by perceived differences in the importance of etiquette -and negatively by differences in current problems' focus; • perceived risk was positively influenced by perceived differences in cooperation rather than struggle with the partner and reliance on direct communication; • competencies were negatively influenced by perceived differences in cooperation rather than struggle with the partner and reliance on direct communication and positively -by differences in attempts to dominate the partner and taking decisions about cooperation solely at a top management level; atmosphere / commitment were negatively influenced by perceived differences in cooperation rather than struggle with the partner, reliance on direct communication, current problem' focus, importance of etiquette and positively by withholding emotions in contacts with the partner; • conflicts were negatively influenced by attempts to dominate the partner and looking for compromise in negotiations; • fulfillment of obligations was negatively influenced by perceived differences in considering oral commitments as binding, current problems focus and long-term-planning; • forced cooperation / dependence was negatively influenced by perceived differences in attempts to dominate the partner and importance attached to procedures; • flexibility was negatively influenced by perceived differences in cooperation rather than struggle with the partner; • partner's trustworthiness was negatively influenced by perceived differences in considering oral commitments as binding, importance of etiquette, reliance on direct communication, participation of women in management, withholding emotions in contacts with the partner, and importance attached to procedures and cooperation rather than struggle with the partner. In most of the cases the perceived differences negatively influenced the relationship quality indicators.
Discussion and Conclusions
Although cultural differences between individual countries have been the subject of numerous studies, only a few of them discuss inter-firm cooperation in the context of countries' cultural differences. The perceived differences described in this paper were bigger in the case of cooperation with Chinese partners, which conforms to the intuitive understanding of the research problem but cannot be directly compared to the results of previous studies on culture because of different research methodology and different study scope.
A survey of Polish exporting and importing SMEs cooperating with partners from China and Germany revealed that the differences between Polish companies and their German and Chinese partners, as observed by Polish managers, were distinct in the case of the following indexes: long-term planning, importance of punctuality, importance of etiquette, reliance on direct communication and looking for compromise in negotiations (the significance of this distinction was only on a p<0.10 level). Companies cooperating with Chinese partners ascribed these five characteristics to themselves, rather than to their partners. In the case of cooperation with German partners, it was just the opposite with the exception of looking for compromise in negotiations. However, most of indicators of perceived cultural differences between Polish companies and their partners were very low (with the exception of withholding emotions in contacts with the partner) and did not vary much, so the partner's country of origin has little influence on the perceptions of dissimilarities. It is probably that a culture of a lower order than national culture (organizational, individual) influences the partner's behavior. This comports with the McSweeney [2009] critique of using national culture to explain or predict behavior at levels lower than national.
The primary objective of the study was to examine whether and how perceived cultural differences of cooperating enterprises influenced the quality of their relationships. The study confirmed that all aspects of relations between the surveyed enterprises depend more or less on perceived cultural differences in partners' behavior. Perceived partner's trustworthiness and atmosphere/commitment depended on the perceived cultural differences to the highest extent.
It must be emphasized that not all perceived differences influence cooperation. Moreover, in most models that were developed the influence of perceived cultural differences on aspects of cooperation was negative, although the relation was positive in the case of:
• influence of perceived differences on perception of risk, • influence of differences in importance of etiquette on perceived similarity, • influence of differences in attempts to dominate the partner and taking decisions about cooperation solely at the top management level on perceived partner competencies, • influence of differences in withholding emotions in contacts with the partner on cooperation atmosphere/involvement and partner's trustworthiness. While this positive relation is self-evident in the perceived risk category (the bigger the differences, the stronger the perception of risk accompanying the transaction) other positive relations require a more detailed follow-up research.
The result of the study should be also discussed in light of the similarity-attraction theory [Byrne, 1971] , according to which people like and are attracted to, others who are similar to them. As Smith [1998, p. 17] has shown, similarities in work attitudes, sex and life stage "play some role in facilitating relationship management behaviors and thus, indirectly, the quality of buyer-seller relationships". Although this study investigated different aspects of inter-firm cooperation than , it also revealed that many dimensions of relationship quality depend on perceived similarities/dissimilarities between partners.
The study draws attention to, and partially addresses an important gap in theory regarding cooperative ties between enterprises. A new factor (perceived differences in behavior) influencing relationship quality is identified with a strong managerial implications: relationship quality is better if decision makers perceive their business partners as similar to themselves in how they behave in their mutual business interactions (with the exceptions discussed above). Consequently, managers who are interested in establishing good relations with partners, have to get to know their partners better and modify their behavior accordingly. The results do, however, provoke a question: if similarity should be treated as one of the dimensions of relationship quality or rather as a factor influencing it?
By offering new insights into how to explain the relationship quality, this study also suggests new directions of research. As is often the case with exploratory studies, the current research seems to have generated several interesting and salient questions that call for further investigation. In author's view, those that are particularly pertinent are: Will observed dependencies also occur in domestic cooperation (maybe it is not a question of cultural differences but differences as such)? How to explain them? Will the results remain the same if both parties are questioned? What are other determinants of relationship quality? Should further studies of the subject be undertaken, a longitudinal study of the influence of cultural differences on relations in diverse cooperation phases is recommended.
The study has some limitations. Most notably, only three of countries were studied, which limits the possibility of applying the survey results to enterprises from other countries. The fact that the survey was carried out only on Polish companies also affects the validity of the results. It would be interesting to study the mutual perception of both partners, analyze differences and investigate their relations from two points of view applying the dyadic approach proposed by Holmlund [2008] . Literature sources (e.g. Morgan and, Hunt [1994 ], de Burca et al., [2004 , Holmlund [2008] , Ulaga and Eggert [2006] , Ashnai et al., [2009] , Kim et al., [2010] , Stępień [2011, pp. 83-94, 229] , and Danik and Lewandowska [2013] ) indicate the importance of trust for the course of the transaction; hence trust should be an essential part of further research. Moreover, the internal reliability of the perceived risk scale is acceptable but poor, which calls for an overhauled set of measurement items. Finally, one could argue that the study is devoted only to relations between exporters and importers. Other types of relationships should also be studied in the future. On the other hand, the study shows that this type of cooperation constitutes the majority of international cooperation and therefore is important for international trade. Consequently, studies on the subject should be continued (even if limited in the depth of relationship, comparing to other cooperation types).
It seems that both the proposed methodology and the obtained results are a starting-point for further, broader and deeper research. Although it was stated that perceived cultural differences are the determinants of relationship quality, the search for other determinants should be continued.
